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Alley Gaters

City Council studies processes, possibilities for safety measurers

When volunteers from neighborhood groups attacked local alleyways with rakes, brooms and trash bags as part of a recent citywide clean-up, what they found was no real surprise.

Alleys can be pretty gross.

Because they are not visible from main roads, alleyways in many neighborhoods become a magnet for problems. Trash dumping and graffiti are on the lower, or ‘nuisance’ end of the problem scale. Drug use, burglary, acts of prostitution and violent crime are the bigger concerns. Avoidance of the alleys by those who live in the troubled neighborhoods makes the areas more isolated.

“We used to have all kinds of problems,” said Ed Marcinko, president of the Upper Fells Point Improvement Association. “We had houses being broken into, we had graffiti and drug activity. We were always finding needles in the alleys.”

Upper Fells neighbors believed that the problems stemmed from the fact that the yards and the backs of their houses were accessible via the alleyways.  The community group decided to take action. 

The action came in the form of gates that would cover the alley openings, keeping out unwanted foot traffic from the outside, but allowing access to those who lived in the neighborhood.

After obtaining permission from the residents of the community, the association went to work on having gates designed, then, after gaining a temporary lease from the city, had them installed.

When only the neighbors had access to the alley, said Marcinko, there was an immediate decrease in the amount of litter and graffiti in the area. In addition, he claimed, there was new sense of security among the neighbors – something they’d like to see continue.

It just might. A bill introduced to the City Council this year by Councilman Jim Kraft would establish standards and procedures for the gating of alleys in the city. The bill, which has been referred to the Judiciary and Legislative Investigations Committee, is currently studied.

But it’s a sticky situation.

“We’re trying to make sure legislation meets the letter of the law in terms of property rights,”

said Israel Patoka, director of the Mayor’s Office of Neighborhoods.  “We know (gating the alleys) is good for communities, but we don’t want to step on property rights.”

Getting Approval 

The crux of the problem, for many neighborhoods, might be getting approval. In order for alleys to be gated off, noted Kraft, 100 percent of adjoining community residents must agree to the measure. 

“In Upper Fells,” said Marcinko, “after the neighborhood voiced its approval and the gates went up, one resident, John A. Brooke disagreed.” According to Kraft, Brooke shared a house with someone who had agreed to the gating proposal. Brooke maintains that since the person who agreed with the gating proposal was not the homeowner (and Brooke was), the approval for the gates was invalid. 

The resulting problems have made officials more cautious about developing a fair and equitable process for neighborhood application and approval.

“The percentage of approval has been the sticking point (on the alley gating issue),” said Kraft, “but it’s on the brink of being resolved in a way that should be acceptable to all of the parties involved.”

According to Patoka, there are possibilities for areas where 100 percent gating is not an option, for various reasons.

“We’re also looking at the viability of leaving part of an alley open in combination with lighting enhancement,” he pointed out. “In that way, we haven’t restricted all access.”

In addition to neighborhoods where opinion is divided about the need for gates, there will necessarily be sometimes and places where blocks can not be gated, or at least fully gated, such as in areas where residents have parking pads behind their houses.

If a process for alley gating is approved, each alley gate will have to be equipped with a lock box so that emergency personnel like firefighters or police can get to the backs of houses if necessary.

“There are legal and practical issues,” said Patoka. “You need gates that can be opened by fire, police – even the city’s utility trucks.”

The ‘How’ of Gating

Loretta Colvin, a resident of the Paterson Park area, has been serving as the legislative liaison for the Luzerne-Glover Alley Project for a little over two years. 

“I think the biggest misconception is that a neighborhood might think that this is something the city is going to do to them,” she noted. “The city does not do this to you.”

The legislation, she explains, is not a measure to automatically put up alley gates in all the city’s neighborhoods; it is legislation to develop a process through which communities can apply for gates. In addition, she said, the cost of having gates made and installed will be borne by the community itself.

The Garden Gate

“In some areas,” said Kraft, “neighbors are ready to take the concept of alley gating to the next level – alley greening.”

“In alley greening, once the neighborhood has approved to gate the alley, they gate it. Then they rip up the concrete and plant trees and flowers and grass, essentially turning that area into a private pocket park.”

The caveat, however, is that a lock box would still be required, and in event of an emergency or utility problem, just as with any other gated alley, the gates would be opened to allow official personnel inside. Personnel would not be held responsible for damage to the alleyways, cautioned Kraft. 

In South Baltimore, Jack Baker, a member of the Southern District Police Community Relations Council went to England as part of a fact-finding trip with other members of his group. While there, they were able to tour several neighborhoods with alley gates, and to talk to residents about their effect on the communities. Because the British neighborhood had row houses similar to those in Baltimore (“Everything but the marble steps and the three story buildings,” laughed Baker), the alley gates served a similar purpose.

“We talked to people in those neighborhoods about their gates, and they told us about the problems they’d had before. There had been crime, and there were women living in those houses who’d had their back doors and windows bricked in because they were afraid.”

The gates installed in England were impenetrable, said Baker – they were eight feet tall and made of wrought iron. Since the installation of the gates, he added, safety, in those neighborhoods has increased.

“The bricks came down,” he said simply. 

Sense of Community

“In many cases,” said Colvin, “making neighbors feel like their alley is a safe place also enhances a sense of community.” She claims it encourages community residents to become friends with the neighbors in houses behind their own, rather than just those who lived side by side.

“We’ve seen on group of people power wash their alley, then hold a block party and a cookout back there. Who would have wanted to eat in an alley before?”

Marcinko believes that alley gates ultimately can convince young couples that have moved into the city to stay there, even after the birth of their children – when many make the flight to the suburbs.

“We want to see people stay in this neighborhood when they have children,” he said. “We don’t want the alleys opened up. Where are children going to play if not in that alley?”

Patoka and his office remain convinced that gated communities are safer communities.

“We’re an advocate for alley gates. We absolutely believe that alley gates reduce crime and help the public safety.”

“Ultimately, however,” he noted, “it is up to the City Council to keep the process moving.”

“It’s in committee, and it’s up to the council to get it out of committee. I know the community is anxious for it to come out. We’ve been looking at this for two years now. It’s simple on the surface, but it’s really very complex when you work on it.”

